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Social Security Committee 

11th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Thursday 25 April 2019 

Social Security Support for Housing 

Introduction 
This paper provides suggested themes for discussion for the fourth oral 
evidence session on the Committee‟s inquiry on Housing and Social Security. 

The Committee will hear from: 

Panel 1:  
 Crisis

 CIH Scotland

Panel 2: 

 DWP

SPICe has produced a briefing Housing and Social Security for any members 
who wish any detailed background information.  A summary of the written 
evidence and informal meeting in Leith have also been circulated.  

Panel 1: Crisis and CIH Scotland 

Theme 1: Private rented housing 

Both Crisis and CIH Scotland are critical of the freeze to the LHA rates. CIH 
think that the LHA freeze should be lifted with immediate effect and revised to 
bring them in line with the actual cost of renting. They also argue that the 
extension of the shared accommodation rate (from age under 25 to age 
under 35) should be reversed. Crisis make similar points and suggest 
additional exemptions to the shared accommodation rate.  

Crisis state that it is working closely with the DWP to build understanding of 
how this impacts on homelessness across Great Britain. It has commissioned 
analysis to identify the costs of investing in LHA rates, and the impact that 
this would have on levels of homelessness.  

The Committee may wish to discuss: 
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 the impact of the changes to LHA rates on tenants seeking, and
living in, private rented housing, particularly those aged under 35

 whether the Scottish Government should use its powers to vary
the UC housing cost element to alter the calculation of LHA rates
in any way. If so how might the implications be, for example
would this have an inflationary effect on rents

 For Crisis – can it provide further information on the work it is
doing with DWP to understand the impact of LHA changes on
homelessness

 Is there any evidence to suggest that welfare reforms are making
private landlords less likely to let to tenants receiving benefits
How can the DWP incentivise private landlords to let to such
tenants

 For Crisis – can it explain why it thinks welfare reforms are
impacting on local authorities’ ability to use the private rented
housing to discharge their homelessness duties

Theme 2: Implementation of Universal Credit (administration, 
communication and support for tenants) 

A key theme from the evidence to date has been the administration of UC. 
Issues identified include poor communication by the DWP and staff giving out 
misleading/inconsistent information to both tenants and landlords. 

Support for tenants 
The DWP has awarded a contract to Citizens Advice Scotland to deliver Help 
to Claim, to replace Universal Support. It is there to help claimants with their 
claim up until their first full payment. In the evidence session on 21 March, 
the Edinburgh Council representative said this would make a “remarkable 
difference,” partly because claimants might be more trusting of Citizens 
Advice rather than a local authority.   

In their written submission SFHA raised some concerns, given restricted 
opening times and access to a Bureaux in remote areas. Furthermore, Help 
to Claim does not give ongoing support.   

The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 the problems tenants can experience when making a claim for UC
and how effective is communication with the DWP

 how the administration of UC can be improved to meet the
concerns of tenants and their landlords
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 what support tenants might need after their first UC payment has
been made when Help to Claim is not available

Theme 3: Rent arrears and direct payments 

Some evidence has suggested a link between the implementation of UC and 
rent arrears. Members were keen to understand the extent to which rent 
arrears are “technical” arrears or actual arrears, and the extent to which initial 
UC arrears may fall after a period of time.  

Since April 2018, people moving from housing benefit to UC have been able 
to get a „two week run-on‟ of their housing benefit which does not have to be 
repaid.1  Advance payments of up 100% of first UC award are also available. 
Future changes include: from October 2019 the maximum deduction that can 
be taken from UC will be reduced from 40% to 30% of the standard 
allowance.  From July 2020 there will be a two week „run-on‟ for JSA, ESA 
and Income Support. 2 

The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 what evidence there is of increasing tenants’ arrears that can
specifically be attributed to the introduction of Universal Credit,
rather than other causes such as tenant incomes, rent rises and
landlord approaches to accounting and debt recovery.  Are these
‘technical’ arrears that will be resolved at some future point, or
actual arrears.

 whether the changes the DWP have made to prevent rent arrears
in UC, including the 2-week housing benefit run-on, are having
any impact on arrears

 assuming UC continues to be paid monthly in arrears - views on
ameliorating hardship during the wait for the first UC payment.  Is
this best addressed, for example using: UC advance payments,
DHPs, or Citizens Advice Scotland’s suggestion of a ‘single,
additional, non-refundable Assessment Payment’ or other
method

 whether direct payment to landlords should be the default
position with tenants being able to opt of this

1
 See 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690

867/a2-2018.pdf 
2
 See https://revenuebenefits.org.uk/blog/budget-october-2018-announcements 

SSC/S5/19/11/1

3

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690867/a2-2018.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/690867/a2-2018.pdf
https://revenuebenefits.org.uk/blog/budget-october-2018-announcements


Theme 4: Discretionary Housing Payments 

DHPs were fully devolved from April 2017 and legislated for in the Social 
Security (Scotland) Act 2018.  However, the 2018 Act provisions are not yet 
in force, so payments are currently still made under the Discretionary 
Financial Assistance Regulations 2001 and there is guidance available from 
the DWP. 

The 2018 Act gives Scottish Ministers the power to issue guidance on DHPs 
which local authorities would have to have regard to.  

In 2019/20, the DHP budget is £52m for bedroom tax mitigation (which only 
applies to the social rented sector) and £11m for „other‟ which could include 
help for private sector tenants or social sector tenants affected by other 
welfare reforms.  

The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 any evidence of pressure on DHP budgets for non-bedroom tax
cases

 the Committee heard from the City of Edinburgh Council that it
was difficult to get people to apply for a DHP. Is this your
experience too, if so how can people be encouraged to apply.

 what, if any, changes are needed to how DHPs are funded and
administered in Scotland. Whether the Scottish Government need
to produce guidance for local authorities on DHPs.

Theme 5: Homelessness and temporary accommodation 

Some evidence has suggested that welfare reform has increased 
homelessness. At the informal event in Leith on 13 March, support workers 
reported an increase in clients becoming homeless due to building up rent 
arrears, whether due to increasing rents not being covered by HB/UC/DHP or 
other issues such as sanctions. It was reported recently that the City of 
Edinburgh Council had spent £28.1 million to meet an increased demand for 
B&B accommodation since 2016.[1] The Committee also heard evidence that 
rents for temporary accommodation in the City could be around £1,900.  

Crisis submission said it has been working with the five Edinburgh jobcentres 
to embed an understanding of homelessness among Jobcentre staff.  They 
recommend that preventing homelessness should be part of the outcomes 
framework for Jobcentres.  

[1]
https://www.edinburghnews.scotsman.com/news/revealed-edinburgh-council-s-28-million-

b-b-bill-for-homeless-over-3-years-1-4873632
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Crisis also suggest measures that could support people identified as 
homelessness or at risk of homelessness who are claiming UC. For example, 
people experiencing homelessness should be able to access financial 
support to cover the initial wait period in Universal Credit without having to 
pay it back. 

The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 the connection between the social security system and
homelessness.

 how the social security system supports high rents in temporary
accommodation.

 should, and if so how, can the social security system provide extra
support for people who are homeless or at risk of homelessness

Panel 2: DWP 

Theme 1: Local Housing Allowance Rates 

Many respondents to the call for evidence were critical of the freeze to the 
LHA rates and the increased age to which the shared room rates apply.  
Other respondents made reference to the wide Broad Market Rental Areas 
(BMRAs)3 which are used to calculate LHA. For example, Shelter Scotland 
suggested that the Lothian BRMA did not reflect the high rents in Edinburgh 
compared to other Lothian areas. 

The Committee has heard various suggestions regarding the LHA including: 

 Reform the shared accommodation rate (abolish it/reduce age limit eg
in line with Scotland corporate parenting age duties/ exempt certain
groups)4

 Review the LHA freeze and restore the link to the local market

 Review the BRMAs

The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 How does the DWP intend to uprate the LHA rates after the freeze
ends in 2020. Would you agree with evidence that the freeze has
resulted in the LHA no longer meeting the policy objective of
covering the lowest 30% of the rental market. If so, what exactly
is the policy objective of LHA.

3
 There are 18 BRMAs in Scotland  

4
 Eg Fife Council, Crisis, Living Rent, Perth and Kinross Council 
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 What assessment has the DWP made of the impact of reducing
the shared room rate to under 35s. Would you agree with much of
the evidence the Committee has heard that there are particular
problems for younger people finding affordable accommodation
given for example, their lower benefit rates.  Are there any plans
to review the age to which the shared room rate applies or extend
the exemptions to it.

 The Committee has heard evidence that the Broad Rental Market
Areas are too wide to reflect wide variations in rents in some
areas, for example in Edinburgh. Is there a case for reviewing
BRMAs.

Theme 2:  Implementation of Universal Credit – communication and 
administration issues 

The DWP has a guidance for landlords for tenants on UC.  There is a 
„landlord portal‟ for social sector landlords. The portal can be used by the 
DWP to verify housing costs. The DWP has a Universal Credit engagement 
newsletter for landlords.  

In general, there were many comments made in the written submissions 
about: 

 Poor communication between the DWP and landlords, particularly with
private landlords

 Limitations of the landlord portal.

It is described by SFHA as having: “severe limitations”.  It is currently
limited to: DWP asking for verification of housing costs and landlords
requesting an APA.  SFHA point out that it does not; allow the landlord
to alert DWP that a tenant has moved, how much payment will be
made for each tenant, tell the landlord that a UC claim has stopped or
allow rent increases to be notified to DWP.5  However, East Ayrshire
referred to how the landlord portal and trusted partner status6 had
helped the administration of UC.

 Incorrect payments of housing costs7 and incorrect and /or
inconsistent information from DWP and job centres to both landlords
and tenants.

The DWP has plans to improve the landlord portal. There are also plans for a 
portal for private sector landlords.8  

5
 Clydesdale and Grampian Housing Associations 

6
 trusted partner status is intended to speed up the process of getting an APA 

http://www.cih.org/resources/PDF/Policy%20free%20download%20pdfs/Practical%20implications%

20of%20universal%20credit%20-%20payment%20methods.pdf 
7
 CAS, Fife Council, Crisis, Home Group, CPAG, Scottish Borders Council 
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The Committee has heard evidence that welfare reforms, and the 
implementation of UC are making private landlords less likely to want to let to 
tenants on benefit.9  
 
The Scottish Government is in discussion with the DWP for a solution to 
mitigate the bedroom tax for UC claimants at source which the DWP has said 
will be done “in due course.”10 
 
 
The Committee may wish to discuss: 

 

 how is the DWP improving communication with social and 
private landlords about the implementation of UC 

 
 what steps are the DWP taking to ensure the correct and timely 

administration of UC claims  
 

 would you agree with some of the evidence the Committee has 
had that the reputation of the benefits system has meant private 
landlords are less likely to want to let to tenants on benefit. How 
can the DWP create a benefit system that incentivises private 
landlord to let to tenants on benefits. 
 

 what progress has been made towards mitigating the bedroom 
tax at source for Scottish UC claimants  
 

 

Theme: 3   Rent arrears, direct payments and advance payments 
 

The Committee has been interested in the extent to which the design of UC 
has led to an increase in rent arrears.  A key problem cited has been the five- 
week waiting period.  
 
Highland Council were one of the first areas where UC went live. Gail Ward 
from the Council explained that those who started UC in the live service are 
now eventually seeing arrears paid off through 3rd party deductions. She also 
said that there were slightly lower arrears levels since 2018 when DWP 
brought in some changes to reduce the risk of arrears, such at the removal of 
the 7- day waiting period and the HB 2 week run on.     

                                                                                                                            
8
 Amber Rudd recently announced a „landlord portal‟ for the private sector so that: “private 

sector landlords can ask for payments to made directly to them. 
https://www.housingsystems.co.uk/Universal-Credit/How-it-
Works/Communication/Landlords/Landlord-Portal 
9
 Eg evidence from Crisis 

10
  While the Scottish Government had referred to „2020 at the earliest‟ subsequent minutes 

from the JMWG referred to DWP saying there was no agreed date but it would be done „in 
due course‟ Jeane Freeman, MSP.  Minister for Social Security to Clare Adamson, MSP.  
Convener Social Security Committee.  Letter dated 3 April 2018. Joint Ministerial Working 
Group on Welfare.  Minutes 14 June 2018 
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She also explained that: 
 

“…different tenants are at different arrears levels but across the board 
there is an initial spike and it then starts to tail off. However, if people 
go in and out of the benefit system, they have peaks and troughs 
depending on when their benefits start and stop. We see that a lot in 
Highland, because of the tourism sector. People go in and out of 
earning over the year, so they may go in and out of the benefit system” 

 
The SFHA submission says that the design of UC causes, “systemic debt 
and arrears for new claimants.”  They referred to its monthly survey of 
members: 
 

“This data has revealed a consistent pattern: the average level of 
arrears for tenants on Universal Credit is higher than for those tenants 
not on Universal Credit. As the number of claimants on Universal 
Credit increases, it is a reasonable assumption that levels of arrears 
and debt will increase, and social landlords‟ income will be under 
threat”.   

 
Fife Council‟s submission states that, “arrears due to UC have now reached 
over £1.5m since UC roll-out began in Fife and the situation is deteriorating 
month on month.”  Fife Council were concerned that arrears may reach a 
level that would start to impact on how much the council could borrow new 
money to build and to improve homes up to the statutory standard.  11 
They consider that the housing costs element should be removed from UC. 
 
Since January 2018, interest free advances of up to 100% of one month's UC 
entitlement were made available, with the recovery time for advance 
payments extended from six to twelve months. However, this needs to be 
paid back.   Some evidence suggested there was a lack of awareness about 
advance payments and that they could just push tenants into further debt.  
CAS also argues that, “In particular, consideration should be given to a 
single, additional, non-refundable Assessment Payment being introduced for 
new Universal Credit claimants to avoid hardship being caused by having no 
income for at least five weeks.” 
 
Direct payments  
 
The default position is that UC is paid to the tenant. However, the housing 
element of UC can be paid direct to landlords either through DWP Alternative 
Payment Arrangements (where the tenant has been in rent arrears or is 
vulnerable) or Scottish Choices where the tenant chooses this option. 
 
Some evidence (e.g. the SFHA and Fife Council submissions) has been 
highly critical of the system the DWP uses to pay housing costs to landlords.  
Issues include: 

                                            
11

 Official Report 4 April 2019 Col 26  
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 bulk payments making it difficult to reconcile payments with tenants 

 significant need for manual processing 

 errors in the schedule 

 the timing of the schedule being out of sync with when the tenant 
receives their UC award i.e. landlords are paid four weeks and the 
tenants is paid monthly 

 lack of communication from DWP 
 

The SFHA welcomes that DWP have prioritised the improvement of direct 
payments in the coming year. The DWP told „inside housing‟ in January 2019 
that:  
 

“We have heard the concerns of social landlords and have moved 
social landlord payments to a monthly cycle in 2019 as a result.” 

 
The Committee has explored views on whether direct payments to the 
landlord should be the default position with the tenant opting out. There were 
mixed views on this point.  
 
UC is intended to mimic the world of work and encourage claimants to take 
financial responsibility for their earnings.  However, some evidence has 
suggested that because tenants‟ income is being restricted as a result of the 
benefits freeze when a tenant gets the money they may not manage in 
perhaps the best way and that is how arrears build up.12 

 
The Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, Amber Rudd has 
acknowledged that the monthly payment in arrears can be challenging for 
some people and that she is “determined to do more to help those 
claimants.”13 For example, she outlined plans to review how claimants who 
might struggle to mange on monthly payments and ensure work coaches 
move them onto more frequent payments as necessary.   
 
The Committee may wish to discuss: 
 

 whether the DWP agrees with some evidence that the design of 
UC, including the five-week wait waiting period, increases the 
chances of rent arrears occurring under UC compared with the 
legacy benefits. 

 
 what evidence the DWP has on the impact of the changes it has 

made to reduce the risk of rent arrears, for example, the housing 
benefit two-week run on and removing the seven-day waiting 
period. 

 

                                            
12

 Paula Doherty, Official Report 4 April Col 20 
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12049&mode=pdf 
13

 Speech by Amber Rudd, Universal Credit: personal welfare. January 2019  
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 are there any changes social landlords could make to their rent 
collection process to minimise the risk of rent arrears for UC 
tenants. 

 
 what else can the DWP do to support tenants who may struggle 

to manage their monthly rental payments.  
 

 are the availability of advance payments arrangements 
communicated well enough to tenants and are tenants clear 
about their repayment obligations. 
 

 are advance payments a sufficient policy response to the 
problem of tenants struggling to pay their rent.  Will it just not 
create more financial hardship for tenants. Do you agree with the 
Citizens Advice Scotland suggestion of a ‘single additional, non-
refundable assessment payment’. 

 
Direct payments  

 

 given concerns from landlords about the administration of direct 
payments, what improvements is the DWP making to the system   
 

 whether direct payment to landlords should be the default 
position with tenants being able to opt of this. If this were to be 
the option to be pursued by the Scottish Government would this 
cause any administrative problems for the DWP 

 
 

Theme 4:  Support Services and Impact on other public services  
 
The Committee has heard evidence that welfare reforms have led to 
landlords and other agencies providing support services such as financial 
inclusion to tenants.  For example, Julia Mulloy of Scottish Borders Housing 
Association told the Committee:  
 

“There has also been quite a dramatic increase in demand for our 
financial inclusion services. This time last year, we were dealing with 
about 90 cases a month, but our team now deals with 176 cases a 
month. Although arrears are going up, there is a lot of complexity 
behind the issue, and a lot of energy that was not previously required 
is going into the claims service.”14 
 

The issue of “cost shunting” was also raised by the House of Commons Work 
and Pensions Committee in their report on the benefit cap.  Their report 
argued that the DWP claimed the benefit cap was saving money but the 
DWP did not include other costs in its figures eg DHPS or increased costs to 
local authorities for temporary accommodation. 

                                            
14

 Official Report 4 April Col 18 
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12049&mode=pdf 
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The DWP has awarded a contract to Citizens Advice Scotland to deliver Help 
to Claim, to replace Universal Support.15 While there were some positive 
comments about this, there were some concerns, for example, it does not 
give ongoing support.  Paula Doherty from Dumfries and Galloway Council 
also said that the, “difficult time for customers generally arises not when they 
put in the claim and get the first payment but when they have to manage their 
income as they go forward. The help to claim process is not designed to help 
those customers.” 16   

The Committee has heard from some organisations (SFHA for example) that 
the DWP needs to allow social landlords to have implicit consent which would 
allow staff to more effectively support their tenants with their UC claims. In 
November 2018, the DWP agreed to “explore options for improving the 
process of explicit consent” in collaboration with the Social Security Advisory 
Committee.17   The Committee has established a subcommittee and will 
discuss emerging conclusions on 22nd May.18  

 

 is there a need for DWP to provide additional resources to 
support people who may need support throughout their UC 
claim, rather than just at the start of their claim? 

 
 are welfare reforms just shifting the cost to the public purse from 

social security to other agencies including social landlords. How 
does the DWP account for these costs in its analysis of the 
savings from welfare reform 
 

 how is the DWP responding to social landlords’ requests to have 
explicit consent to support their tenants being addressed 

 
 

Theme 5:  Homelessness  
 

The Committee has heard evidence, from Crisis and Shelter amongst others, 
that welfare reforms are increasing homelessness presentations to local 
authorities.  

 
In 2017, the National Audit report on homelessness (in England) reported 
that the (UK) “Government has not evaluated the impact of its welfare 
reforms on homelessness, or the impact of the mitigations that it has put in 
place.” 
 

                                            
15

 From 2017, Universal Support had been delivered by individual local 
authorities, funded by grants from DWP. Citizens Advice Scotland are running 
their developing service alongside local authorities until 31 March 2019, when 
they will deliver the full service solely from April 2019 

16
 Official Report 4 April Col 39 

17
 PQ 908386, Answered by Alok Sharma, MP on 7 January 2019 

18
 SSAC Minutes January 2019  
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It goes on to recommend that, “The government, led by the Department for 
Work & Pensions, should develop a much better understanding of the 
interactions between local housing markets and welfare reform in order to 
evaluate fully the causes of homelessness” 

 
Crisis submission said it has been working with the five Edinburgh jobcentres 
to embed an understanding of homelessness among Jobcentre staff and the 
importance of stabilising housing for preventing homelessness and 
supporting employment goals.  They recommend that preventing 
homelessness should be part of the outcomes framework for Jobcentres.  
 
Crisis also suggest measures that could support people identified as 
homelessness or at risk of homelessness who are claiming UC. For example, 
people experiencing homelessness should be able to access financial 
support to cover the initial wait period in Universal Credit without having to 
pay it back. 
 

 what account has the DWP taken of the impact of welfare reform 
on homelessness in Scotland.  

 
 in what ways does the benefit system support local authorities 

charging high rents for temporary accommodation? Is reform in 
this area needed. 

 
 can the DWP do more to support homelessness /potentially 

homeless people through the benefit system. For example, Crisis 
suggest financial support to cover the initial waiting period 
without having to pay it back, or increasing flexibility to lift the 
benefit cap in specified circumstances related to homelessness. 

 
 would you agree with Crisis that there needs to be greater 

awareness of preventing homelessness amongst jobcentre staff  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Kate Berry 
Camilla Kidner 
SPICe Research 
17 April 2019  
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SOCIAL SECURITY COMMITTEE 
SOCIAL SECURITY SUPPORT FOR HOUSING 
SUBMISSION FROM CRISIS 

Crisis is the national charity for homeless people. Crisis is dedicated to ending 
homelessness by delivering life-changing services and campaigning for change. 

We welcome the opportunity to respond to this inquiry on social security support for 
housing.  This response builds on our previous response to the Committee‟s inquiry into 
in-work poverty. In this response, we focus on the impact of housing-related welfare 
reforms on people‟s ability to access and maintain their housing and the potential 
impact on homelessness, and on what is needed to resolve these issues and end 
homelessness in Scotland. 

In June 2018, Crisis published a comprehensive plan to end homelessness across 
Great Britain, Everybody In. This contains recommendations for all three governments 
of Britain to achieve a housing-led approach to ending homelessness. The relevant 
recommendations are included here. 

The Committee‟s inquiry has a particular focus on the private rented sector.  While not 
widely used in Scotland to help homeless people, there is considerable potential for 
greater use of this sector.  This was recommended in research carried out to inform the 
Scottish Government‟s Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Group (HARSAG)1, 
as well as in Crisis‟ Plan to End Homelessness.  Following HARSAG‟s 
recommendations, every local authority has prepared a 5-year plan to move to 
rehousing homeless households as quickly as possible, known as Rapid Rehousing 
Transition Plans.  The private rented sector has the potential to play a significant role in 
the move towards rapid rehousing and reducing the widespread and prolonged use of 
temporary accommodation to house homeless households in Scotland. 

Q1. How have changes to the Local Housing Allowance impacted on the private 
rented sector, particularly for the affordability of rents for young people? 

Local Housing Allowance (LHA) is part of Housing Benefit and Universal Credit (UC). It 
covers the cost of private renting for people on low incomes.  There are specific rates 
for different household sizes and ages, including a rate for people under 35 that is 
designed to only cover sharing a property, known as the Shared Accommodation Rate 
(SAR).   

In recent years, a range of measures have been brought in by the Westminster 
Government to limit LHA, including restricting the proportion of the private rented 
housing market that LHA rates cover from 50 per cent to 30 per cent; and restricting the 
way LHA is uprated so they no longer keep up with market rents. The rates were 
changed from being uprated in line with local rents, to then being uprated by the 
Consumer Price Index (CPI) and then a flat rate of one per cent.  Finally, the rates were 
frozen from 2016 until 2020. This means there is an increasing mismatch between local 

1
 Indigo House (2018) Scotland’s transition to rapid rehousing: Market area analysis, legislative and cultural review 
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rents and what people can receive through LHA, and so people on LHA can afford less 
and less of the market. 

The cumulative effect of these changes, as well as strong competition for properties in 
the cheaper end of the rental market, means it is increasingly difficult to find and afford 
private rented sector housing. Our analysis also shows that in 15 out of 18 of the rental 
markets in Scotland there is a monthly shortfall between rents and the amount of LHA 
tenants can receive.  The following table demonstrates the gap between the Shared 
Accommodation Rate of LHA and actual average market rents for each rental market 
area in Scotland. Tenants will have to make up any gap through other sources of 
income, such as the benefits they receive to pay for food, utilities and other living 
expenses. 

Table: Shortfall in Shared Accommodation Rate of LHA across Scotland (table 3.1 
from the Homelessness Monitor Scotland 2019) 

Crisis submitted detailed evidence on LHA rates for people in work to the Committee‟s 
inquiry into in-work poverty, based on joint analysis carried out by CIH and Crisis.  From 
that analysis, the rental markets that prove to be notably unaffordable (i.e. less than 15 
per cent of the private rented sector is affordable) across all house types, and therefore 
for all household types in the research (single people, couples, and families), are 
Lothian, West Lothian, Perth and Kinross, and East Dunbartonshire2.   

Younger people are particularly affected: people under 35 will especially struggle to find 
affordable housing compared to other households, because they are only eligible for the 
LHA rate for shared accommodation. In 55 per cent of the private rented market across 

2
 https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/239336/1808-response-to-social-security-committee-inquiry-into-social-

security-and-in-work-poverty.pdf 
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Scotland, properties are unaffordable within the SAR. This includes East 
Dunbartonshire, where just six percent of the private rented sector is covered by the 
SAR, and Greater Glasgow where ten per cent is affordable within the SAR, and 
Lothian where it is 11 per cent.  

The lack of affordable accommodation within the SAR is more widespread across 
Scotland than for the one-bedroom and two-bedroom Local Housing Allowance rates. 
This means young people are more likely to have to find money to pay for the gap 
between the amount they receive from the SAR and market rents to be able to have a 
chance of finding anywhere to live in most of Scotland. This puts pressure on overall 
budgets, and increases the risk of homelessness. 

For young people not in work aged under 25, this financial pressure will be even greater 
than for people aged between 25 and 35. This is because people aged under 25 
receive less support overall from Universal Credit. For example, a young person aged 
under 25 living in East Dunbartonshire and needing support from Universal Credit can 
receive £251.77 a month to pay for bills, food and clothes. With £6.37 a week needed 
on top of the SAR to afford rent in just under the cheapest third of the market, this 
would leave them with just £226.29 a month to cover bills, food, and clothes. For 
someone aged 26, they would receive £317.82 per month to live off, meaning they 
would have £292.34 left per month after paying towards their rent.  

Local Housing Allowance rates are clearly inadequate to enable people on the lowest 
incomes to afford housing. 

Crisis is working closely with the DWP to build understanding of how this impacts on 
homelessness across Great Britain.  We have commissioned analysis to identify the 
costs of investing in LHA rates, and the impact that this would have on levels of 
homelessness. The research will also identify the cost savings to the Treasury from 
preventing homelessness, including through reducing the use of temporary 
accommodation.  We expect to have findings from this research shortly, and it will 
inform our discussions with the DWP and HM Treasury. We would be happy to share 
this analysis with the Committee once it becomes available. We will be calling for the 
Westminster Government to substantially increase investment in Local Housing 
Allowance rates to ensure the rates cover at least the 30th percentile of market 
rents, so that Universal Credit can effectively prevent and end homelessness.  

The Westminster Government should also exempt the following groups of 
homeless people and those at risk of homelessness from the SAR: people made a 

Housing First offer; care leavers; people fleeing domestic abuse; prison levers moving 

on from „Approved Premises‟; and people with experiences of homelessness with 

alcohol and drug dependence issues. 

The method for setting Local Housing Allowance rates has also contributed to some of 
the problems with affordability. The rates are based on the entirety of rents that can be 
collected by rent officers, rather than statistically robust samples. Rent officers in 
England, Scotland, and Wales are reliant on landlords voluntarily submitting their rental 
data to be used. This leads to different samples each year, and the rates can be set on 
very low samples depending on what landlords will submit. The SAR is particularly 
volatile due to this method of sampling, as one landlord with multiple rooms to let not 
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submitting data can lead to fewer rental data of four or five rooms, rather than just one 
room if a landlord has a one-bedroom property.3  

We recommend for the Scottish Government to require all private landlords and 
lettings agencies, through the Scottish Landlord Register, to submit annual data 
on the size (number of bedrooms) of their rental property and the level of rent 
they are charging. This data should inform the setting of LHA rates across 
Scotland by the DWP. 

Focus on the Inverness region 
Although housing markets are defined for benefits purpose at large regional levels such 

as Highland or Lothian, this can mask more local variations in housing markets. Crisis is 

carrying out some work to investigate affordability and availability of private rented 

properties for those at risk of homelessness in the wider Inverness area (“Inner Moray 

Firth”). 

We carried out an analysis of 212 rental properties during January 2019. Only four 

properties were available as a settled home within Local Housing Allowance rates.  One 

of these was a caravan.  If tenants were prepared to top up their LHA by 20%, a further 

19 properties became available.  However, 47% of adverts stated “no DSS” or “no HB”.  

In February and March 2019, Crisis carried out a survey of private landlords.  At the 

time of writing, the survey had received responses from 160 landlords.  
- 61% of landlords responding to the survey said that they felt that addressing

homelessness was part of their responsibility. 54% said they would require assurances

of good tenants and no loss to their finances in order to do more locally.

- 43% landlords said they would let to people on benefit, but only if certain measures or

guarantees as in place, such as support or good references.

- 32% (51) of respondents said they were not willing to let to people on benefits. Of

these, 43% (22) said that they used to let to people on benefits but do not do so any

more.

- Of those reluctant to let to people on benefits, the top reasons were concern about

rent arrears (55%), changes to private tenancy lay (48%), and concerns about benefit

administration issues and delays (42%).

Comments about why landlords would not let to people on benefits included: 

“I've heard too many horror stories about sanctioning meaning loss of benefit.”  

“They are starting the tenancy in arrears and thus has got worse with UC. A solution's 

needed for rent advance to bridge the gap.” 

“I would only let if the rent was paid directly to me so conflicts with the concept behind 

Universal Credit.” 

Q2. To what extent have UK welfare reform measures impacted on private 
landlords’ willingness to let to those in receipt of social security benefits? 

3
 Downie, M., Gousy, H., Basran, J., Jacob, R., Rowe, S., Hancock, C., Albanese, F., Pritchard, R., Nightingale, K., and Davies, T. 

(2018) Everybody In: How to end homelessness in Great Britain. London: Crisis 
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(Including for example, the impact of Universal Credit, the benefit freeze and the 
benefit cap).   

Benefit Cap 
Originally introduced in 2013, the Benefit Cap places an upper limit on the amount of 
benefits that a household can receive, with any deduction being taken from the housing 
component of their benefit.  In 2016, the original benefit cap was substantially reduced, 
and is now £260 a week for a single person and £380 a week for a family, to cover all 
living costs and housing costs.  One thousand households in Glasgow were expected to 
face an average reduction in benefit of £60 per week as a result. In August 2018, 3,137 
households in Scotland were affected by the new benefit cap with two thirds (2,069) 
being lone parents with dependent children4. 

Our Crisis Skylight service has worked with clients who have fluctuating incomes from 
whom the benefit cap can be a particular problem when their income keeps crossing 
the threshold at which the benefit cap takes effect.  This means that the benefit cap is 
applied erratically, and makes it very difficult for people to budget or know what support 
they should be getting from Universal Credit. This makes it difficult for them to be able 
to keep up with paying their rent.  

There is also an indication that the Benefit Cap is resulting in landlords terminating 
tenancies as people struggle to pay their rent. Local authorities responding to a survey 
for The Homelessness Monitor Scotland 2019 expressed how they are seeing more 
homelessness from the private rented sector as a result of the Benefit Cap as well as 
other welfare reforms:  

“We are finding an increase in families presenting as homeless from the Private Rented 
Sector, this is largely thought to be due to the Benefit Cap but other welfare reforms 
associated with the sanctions regime are also thought to be contributing.” (LA 
respondent, Rest of Scotland, 2018)  

“We are finding an increase in families presenting as homeless from the Private Rented 
Sector, this is largely thought to be due to the Benefit Cap but other welfare reforms 
associated with the sanctions regime are also thought to be contributing.” (LA 
respondent, Rest of Scotland, 2018)  

The impact of the Benefit Cap on increasing the risk of homelessness among tenants in 
the private rented sector is also being seen in England. 5 We recommend the 
Westminster Government increase flexibility to lift the benefit cap in specified 
circumstances related to homelessness to ensure it does not cause homelessness 
or prevent people from moving on from homelessness.  

Landlords letting to UC claimants 

4
 Fitzpatrick, S et al (2019) Homelessness Monitor Scotland 2019 

https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/240002/the_homelessness_monitor_scotland_2019.pdf 
5
 Downie, M., Gousy, H., Basran, J., Jacob, R., Rowe, S., Hancock, C., Albanese, F., Pritchard, R., Nightingale, K., and Davies, T. 

(2018) Everybody In: How to end homelessness in Great Britain. London: Crisis 
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In our experience working with homeless individuals to find private lets in the Lothians, 

many landlords are increasingly reluctant to let to people claiming Universal Credit 

because of its poor reputation.  This is also demonstrated by our research in Highland 

referred to above, where 32 per cent of private landlords said they would not let to 

tenants on benefits, and 43 per cent of these saying that they did previously, but would 

no longer. Because there is a minimum waiting period of five weeks to receive the first 

payment of UC, the first rent payment will inevitably be a minimum of a week late, 

although it is often longer than this (see below). This is particularly an issue for people 

making a new claim of UC. 

A survey of private rented sector access schemes around Scotland found that 76 per 

cent stated UC putting private landlords off renting to low income households was either 

the biggest problem to creating private tenancies or „very true‟ of their area. Fifty-six per 

cent of services said that landlords‟ reluctance to let to benefit claimants was one of the 

most significant barriers to them creating private tenancies to resolve people‟s 

homelessness6. 

Crisis works in East Lothian, one of the first areas of Scotland to get UC.  Three years 

in, we find that UC is regularly being paid directly to the claimant despite requests for 

payments direct to the landlord. There is no recourse via the benefits system for 

landlords to reclaim the rent in the cases where the claimant does not pay their rent.  As 

a result, social and private landlords in East Lothian do not want to rent to people on 

UC.  Landlords on the HomeHunt bidding system are requiring a month‟s rent in 

advance, including from people moving on from temporary accommodation.  Supported 

accommodation providers are not accepting anyone with rent arrears, no matter the 

cause, including benefit delays. 

The impact of welfare reforms on landlord willingness to take on tenants receiving 
welfare is also reflected in the experiences of private rented sector access schemes 
and local authorities fulfilling statutory homelessness duties to rehouse people 
experiencing homelessness. Research suggests these schemes and local authorities 
are finding it difficult to use the private rented sector due to concerns around welfare 
and affordability because of Local Housing Allowance rates.  

In the survey of private rented sector access schemes in Scotland7, UC putting off 
landlords was the greatest barrier to creating tenancies. Sixty-four per cent of services 
said that LHA rates not meeting local rents was either the biggest barrier to creating 
private tenancies or a very significant issue in their area. Inability to access the private 
rented sector for households under 35 was significant for 63 per cent of services. 

Three-quarters of local authorities (LAs) responding to survey for the Homelessness 
Monitor Scotland 2019 reported that accessing the private rented sector to relieve or 
prevent homelessness is difficult or very difficult in their area, largely as a result of 
welfare reform restrictions8. 

6
 Crisis (2018) Private rented sector access schemes: the landscape in Scotland in 2018 

7
 Crisis (2018) Private rented sector access schemes: the landscape in Scotland in 2018 

8
 Fitzpatrick et al (2019) Homelessness Monitor Scotland 2019 
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“Private Rented Sector has been increasingly becoming unwilling to accept those on 
Universal Credit and this has had a knock-on effect to those looking to the council to 
provide services.” (LA respondent, Pressured Area, 2018)  

Almost all LA respondents acknowledged that the Scottish Government had helped to 
mitigate the impacts of welfare reform in exacerbating homelessness. 

Q3. How does the administration of Universal Credit Housing Costs impact on the 
ability of tenants to pay their rent and landlords to administer rent payments? (for 
example, the impact on rent arrears, communication between landlords and the 
DWP) 

Alongside the policy and design aspects of benefits which can make it difficult to have 
stable housing, problems with the administration of UC can undermine the stability of 
people‟s housing situations. 

Errors and delays  
The benefits system is incredibly complex, and even experienced advisors struggle to 
navigate the rules to identify which ones apply in which circumstances.  Decisions on 
benefits may be made and remade, and in the meantime, the tenants we work with are 
left waiting in limbo, unsure of how much money is available to them, either getting into 
rent arrears, or topping up rent from other income sources, leaving them short of money 
for food and utilities. In the following example the decision about what LHA rate a 
vulnerable claimant was on was remade four times and in our judgement, is still not 
correct. 

A woman in her mid-20s who has spent most of her early life in care was put on the 
Shared Accommodation Rate of Local Housing Allowance within UC, the lowest rate 
available.  As a result, her UC housing component did not cover her rent and she has 
been using her personal allowance to top up the rent by £200 a month so that she did 
not build up rent arrears.  This has left her without money to buy food.  

Once it was realised that the care leaver exemption had not been applied this was 
changed and she received a higher award of LHA for a month. Then the Jobcentre 
advisor went through the claim again and said that as the claimant was a care leaver 
over 21 she was not entitled to the exemption, so her LHA award was reduced 
again.  Then the exemption was reapplied mistakenly by the Jobcentre on the basis of 
an exemption through her being in the support group element of UC (this exemption 
applies to the benefit cap but not to the Shared Accommodation Rate (SAR)).   

While this is incorrect, we believe that she is entitled to an exemption on the basis of a 
revised decision on her entitlement to Personal Independence Payment, which we had 
helped challenge and has recently been awarded on a backdated basis for the past four 
months.  She should therefore be entitled to the full one-bedroom level of LHA rather 
than the lower SAR. We are working to get this changed and backdated.   

This example demonstrates the extreme complexity of the system, and the level of time 
and effort involved in trying to get an accurate award.  A vulnerable young woman has 
been struggling to live for months while these complexities are argued over and 
challenged. 
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Crisis also regularly see people waiting six to eight weeks (longer than the built-in five 

week wait) to receive their first UC payment.  It is possible to get an advance on 

housing costs, but this rule is not widely known about. 

There is no way of pre-empting requirements for information within the UC process.  
For example, unlike under Housing Benefit rules, it is not possible to submit a lease as 
proof of rent requirements until the UC application has been registered and looked at by 
a member of staff.  This can add in further delays to the process, when people are 
already waiting weeks for their initial payment. One of our clients was evicted from her 
flat due to this delay, and ended up in the homelessness system as a result. 

In Edinburgh, Crisis frontline services have been working closely with the five 
Edinburgh Jobcentres to build relationships and embed an understanding of 
homelessness among Jobcentre staff and the importance of stabilising housing for 
preventing homelessness, and supporting employment goals. This has helped to 
improve how UC is working for our clients, and increased the knowledge of Jobcentre 
staff so that they apply safeguards in UC to support someone to stabilise their housing. 
For example, work coaches are applying the “homelessness easement” which reduces 
or suspends people‟s work search requirements, to give people the needed time to 
stabilise their housing.  

A key component of the success of this way of working was establishing a lead in the 
Jobcentre on housing and homelessness. This lead ensured the understanding of 
homelessness reached across all members of staff, and they understood the value of 
partnership working with Crisis.  

To embed this way of working across Jobcentres in Scotland, and support the cultural 
shift needed in Jobcentres to see housing stability as central to the ability of people to 
engage in employment activity. Preventing homelessness should be part of the 
outcomes framework for Jobcentres. Crisis would be keen to work with the DWP to 
develop training for these leads, based on the work we have done in Edinburgh as 
detailed below. 

We recommend that: 

 The Westminster Government reduce errors and delays in processing UC
claims by increasing staff capacity and training

 DWP Scotland establish a network of housing and homelessness leads in
Jobcentre Plus to embed partnership working with local organisations to
prevent and end homelessness

 DWP Scotland incorporate homelessness and housing need into the
Jobcentre Plus work coach assessment framework

Universal Credit deductions 

The amount of Universal Credit someone receives can be reduced to pay off money 
owed to the DWP, and debts and loans from companies. Deductions are set up by 
reducing the standard allowance of Universal Credit, up to a 40 per cent cap. While this 
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is set to reduce to 30 per cent, this will not come into place until October of this year, 
and in some cases even a reduction to 30 per cent will not enough to reduce the risk of 
homelessness.9 For people experiencing homelessness, or those at risk, these 
deductions often leave them in a challenging financial situation, increasing pressures on 
incomes – particularly where they may need the money in their personal allowance to 
help make up their rent payments due to Local Housing Allowance not covering their 
rent. This increases the risk of homelessness.  

The design of Universal Credit increases the likelihood that people will see deductions 
from their monthly Universal Credit payment. There is a five-week minimum wait to 
receive the first Universal Credit payment. People experiencing homelessness or 
people at risk do not have the financial resources to withstand this wait, and so have to 
borrow to be able to cover their essential costs in this time. To help people in this 
situation, the Westminster Government has made advance payments available, which 
are an advance of the first month of Universal Credit entitlement, which is subsequently 
taken out of the monthly Universal Credit payments currently over 12 months.  

People experiencing homelessness and those at risk are extremely likely to need an 
advance payment. However, the deductions to pay back this advance, along with any 
other deductions for previous rent arrears, puts financial pressure on people already 
managing low incomes and increases the risk of homelessness. 

One client we work with is having half of her monthly Universal Credit allowance 

deducted for a range of repayments. At one point she had £70 deducted from her 

monthly allowance to repay rent arrears.  Through our intervention this was reduced to 

£15 a month.  As a result of these deductions, she is living on just £170 a month.  The 

client is reliant on foodbanks, has no gas or electricity and used up all her entitlement to 

support from the Scottish Welfare Fund.   

We recommend that the Westminster Government ensure: 
 People experiencing homelessness should be able to access financial

support to cover the initial wait period in Universal Credit without having
to pay it back

 People identified as homeless or at risk of homelessness should be
granted a three-month delay to the start of all their UC deductions.

 Deductions should be made flexible so they can be set at affordable levels
for homeless people and those at risk of homelessness to avoid pushing
people further into homelessness

Conditionality and sanctions 
Sanctions continue to be a problem for our clients, and put people‟s housing at risk and 

cause destitution.  However, there is a notable difference in practice across different 

areas that we work in.  In Edinburgh, we see a much lower rate of sanctions for our 

clients. Our close working relationships with the Jobcentres network in Edinburgh, 

including the increased awareness and understanding of homelessness and how UC 

9
 Downie, M., Gousy, H., Basran, J., Jacob, R., Rowe, S., Hancock, C., Albanese, F., Pritchard, R., Nightingale, K., and Davies, T. 

(2018) Everybody In: How to end homelessness in Great Britain. London: Crisis 
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can support people to stabilise housing, has had a positive impact on the level of 

sanctions on our clients.  

While we recommend this partnership-working is embedded in all Jobcentres, through 
specialist leads on housing and homelessness, the sanctions regime itself still needs to 
ensure it does not cause homelessness. Sanctions cause homelessness for those at 
risk by taking away critical financial support when needed. Analysis of the experiences 
of 1,000 homeless people in the welfare system found that one fifth (21%) of people 
became homeless because of a sanction, and 16 per cent had to sleep rough.10 Even 
where there may be a „sanctionable‟ offence, a sanction should not be applied if will 
cause homelessness or prevent someone from moving on from homelessness by 
securing housing.  

A client we work with received three sanctions in short succession in September 2018. 

He had been living in a camper van and had been told by the police that he needed to 

move it immediately, and as a result missed a Jobcentre appointment, resulting in the 

first sanction. The client should have received a conditionality easement from the 

Jobcentre as he is homeless but this was not applied. This would have meant he did 

not receive further sanctions as he would need time and support to stabilise his 

housing, rather than also focus on engaging in employment activity at the same time 

Instead, the Jobcentre rearranged the appointment through his online journal, but as 

the client had no access to the internet and no mobile phone reception he was unable 

to see this information and this resulted in a further two sanctions.  We have supported 

him to apply for a mandatory reconsideration of the sanction, but these are currently 

taking over 120 days to be looked at.  The sanctions have now expired, but he has 

received no money to live on for the last five months, despite the sanctions 

expiring.  He has received hardship payments (which he will have to repay from his UC 

in the future, meaning the impact of the sanction will continue to reduce his income for 

months to come).  He has not been successful in applying to the Scottish Welfare Fund. 

He has received an offer of housing to resolve his homelessness, but he will not be able 

to take up the offer if he has no money to make an upfront payment for rent in advance, 

nor be able to pay for electricity, gas or food.  

We recommend that the Westminster Government reform the conditionality and 
sanctions regime so that it does not cause homelessness. As recommended, 
DWP Scotland should lead on implementing Housing and Homelessness 
Specialists across Jobcentres to drive operational performance of the application 
of existing safeguards within UC, and test further policy changes needed.   

Q4. How do Universal Credit Scottish Choices and Discretionary Housing 
Payments impact on the way landlords and tenants handle Universal Credit 
housing costs? 

The Scottish Government have recently introduced the flexibility for all UC recipients to 
request fortnightly payments, which is very welcome. By December 2017, more than 

10
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45% of the 5,800 UC claimants in Scotland had exercised some choice: 1,600 for more 
frequent payments, 500 for direct payments to their landlord, and 500 for both11.  

However, we have come across a number of issues with this which affect our clients.  
Even when someone is on fortnightly payments, their Universal Credit statement 
continues to record them as monthly payments.  This has caused anxiety and confusion 
for some of the people we work with. 

Second, if a claimant receives fortnightly payments, then their rent is paid fortnightly, 
even where it is paid direct to the landlord. This means people are forced to choose 
between fortnightly payments or making a payment direct to their landlord. This 
undermines the benefit of these two mechanisms in supporting people who may find it 
difficult to manage their money effectively. 

As noted above, we have also encountered several cases where clients who have 
requested direct payments of rent to their landlord continue to receive the rent 
payments into their own bank account. This is making landlords reluctant to let to 
people receiving Universal Credit. When the request for direct payments has been 
made in the best interests of the client then this can be problematic. In one case, we 
were working with a client with a history of alcoholism, and it required considerable 
work to sort the problem out quickly and ensure the payments were transferred to the 
landlord as they should have been.  

We recommend that the Scottish Government works with the DWP to ensure that 
the administrative processes around the options to request fortnightly payments 
and direct payments of rent to landlords work in the best interests of vulnerable 
claimants. 

In terms of mitigating the impact of welfare reforms on homelessness in Scotland, in the 
LA research which informed the Homelessness Monitor 2019, without prompting, most 
participants cited Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP) funding as the most significant 
form of mitigation assistance. Over and above the assistance provided through DHP 
resources, a couple of respondents volunteered that a significant contribution had been 
made through the Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF), while one participant referred to the 
funding of new social housing supply. Asked explicitly to rate the contributions of both 
DHPs and the SWF to the alleviation of homelessness, the first two were more widely 
considered to have been important, although both were considered at least „somewhat 
significant‟ by at least half of respondents. Many comments on the positive contribution 
of DHPs referred to their role in insulating tenants from the effects of the Bedroom Tax 
and, in some cases, from the Benefit Cap. Specific positive comments included the 
following:  

“This has mainly been used to mitigate against the impact of the “bedroom tax”. Without 
this we would have seen many more evictions. The availability of this mitigation has 
also allowed us to allocate 2-bedroom properties to single person households - where 

11
 Scottish Government (2018) Social Security for Scotland (updated September 2018)  
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otherwise it would be impossible to achieve permanent housing.” (LA respondent, 
Pressured Area, 2018)  

“To date, there is no evidence that welfare reform has either alleviated or exacerbated 
homelessness in [name of authority] as the effects have largely been mitigated by 
DHP.” (LA respondent, Rest of Scotland, 2018) 

Specific comments about the positive contribution of the SWF included: 

“The assistance they provide for people to move and get set up in new homes is very 
helpful. They also divert a lot of crisis management away from the homeless services.” 
(LA respondent, Pressured Area, 2018)  

“It sets people up in tenancies by provision of furniture which promotes tenancy 
sustainment.” (LA respondent, Rest of Scotland, 2018)  

However, a number of reservations were also expressed about the SWF such as the 
following:  
“…[funding] was more generous in the past but [now] very curtailed.” (LA respondent, 
Pressured Area, 2018)  

“Timescales…are lengthy and often result in households spending longer periods of 
time in temporary accommodation.” (LA respondent, Rest of Scotland, 2018) 

We recommend that Scottish Government considers how funds over which it has 
powers, including Discretionary Housing Payment and the Scottish Welfare Fund, 
as well as support for schemes to access the private rented sector, can be best 
used as part of a wider strategy to prevent and alleviate homelessness. 

Q5. In all of the above, what improvements could be made to reserved and 
devolved systems, including the way they interact with each other. 

Reforming the reserved welfare system 
Crisis has made a number of recommendations in bold above on how to improve the 
affordability of the private rented sector for low income families.  These 
recommendations are largely directed at the Westminster Government, and we are 
working closely with the DWP and Westminster Parliament to improve understanding of 
the need for these changes.  They would make a major contribution to preventing and 
alleviating homelessness and poverty in Scotland if implemented. 

 Return LHA rates to the 30th percentile of market rents

 Further improve the accuracy of LHA rates by using annual data from a national

register on the size (number of bedrooms) of private landlords‟ rental property

and the level of rent they are charging.

 Change the way LHA is updated to match average projected rent increases

 Exempt the following groups of homeless people and those at risk of

homelessness from the SAR: people made a Housing First offer; care leavers;

people fleeing domestic abuse; prison levers moving on from „Approved

Premises‟; and people with experiences of homelessness with alcohol and drug

dependence issues

SSC/S5/19/11/2
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 Introduce greater flexibility to lift the benefit cap in specified circumstances

relating to homelessness

 Reform, the conditionality and sanctions regime to ensure it does not cause

homelessness and drive operational performance of the application of
existing safeguards within UC, and test further policy changes needed.

The Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Group, chaired by Crisis‟ chief 
executive Jon Sparkes, was asked by the Scottish Government to develop a 
comprehensive set of recommendations ultimately aimed at ending homelessness.  
Part of their final report12 focused on the impact of the welfare system on 
homelessness, and the recommendations they made closely match the ones made by 
Crisis in our plan to end homelessness.  

HARSAG recommendations relating to welfare 
To ensure the social security offer supports households to avoid homelessness and to 
exit homelessness as quickly as possible when it does occur. As key elements of this, 
we recommend Scottish Government examine the case and pursue changes for the 
following:  

 The way Local Housing Allowance is calculated needs to be reformed, raised to the
30th percentile everywhere, as well as being uprated on a regular basis

 The overall Benefit Cap needs to be raised and the benefit freeze ended so that
households are not forced into destitution – this is especially true for single people in
younger age groups who are particularly vulnerable to homelessness and destitution as
a group

 With the introduction of Universal Credit, deduction rates for advances, arrears,
overpayments and all other third party deductions should be reduced; exemptions for
the Shared Accommodation Rate need to be extended; and the 5-week waiting time
needs to be removed as this creates arrears right from the start

 There should be independent Housing/Homelessness specialists in Job Centre Plus
with funding available to be made available to existing advice providers rather than
directed by the Department for Work & Pensions (DWP)

 Work Capability Assessment to include homelessness as a „supplementary
descriptor‟.

 DWP to assess the likely impact of a benefit or social security sanction before issuing
and sanctions should not be issued unless the DWP can satisfy itself that it will not
cause homelessness

For further information please contact Beth Reid, Senior Policy Officer. 

12
 Ending Homelessness: The report on the final recommendations of the Homelessness and Rough Sleeping 

Action Group 
https://beta.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/factsheet/2018/06/homelessness-and-
rough-sleeping-action-group-final-report/documents/c98c5965-cabf-4933-9aae-26d9ff8f0d12/c98c5965-cabf-
4933-9aae-26d9ff8f0d12/govscot:document/?inline=true  
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SOCIAL SECURITY COMMITTEE 

SOCIAL SECURITY SUPPORT FOR HOUSING  

SUBMISSION FROM CHARTERED INSTITUTE OF HOUSING SCOTLAND 

About CIH 

The Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH) is the independent voice for housing and 

the home of professional standards. Our goal is simple – to provide housing 

professionals with the advice, support and knowledge they need to be brilliant. CIH is 

a registered charity and not-for-profit organisation. This means that the money we 

make is put back into the organisation and funds the activities we carry out to 

support the housing sector. We have a diverse membership of people who work in 

both the public and private sectors, in 20 countries on five continents across the 

world including over 2,000 in Scotland.  

Further information is available at: www.cih.org 

CIH contact:  

Ashley Campbell, Policy & Practice Manager 

1. Introduction

1.1 The Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH) has already expressed concerns
with the erosion of support for housing costs for people living in the Private
Rented Sector (PRS) and we very much welcome the Committee’s focus on
this area of social security.

1.2 Changes to the way that Local Housing Allowance (LHA) is calculated is
restricting access to large sections of the PRS for people who need financial
support. If this situation continues it will further increase pressure on social
housing. Erosion of LHA has implications for people’s housing choice,
local authorities’ ability to discharge homelessness duty and could
impede the Scottish Government’s rapid rehousing and Housing First
agenda.

1.3 Affordability issues in the PRS increase the risk of homelessness for low
income households who will be less likely to be able to cover shortfalls from
their other income. Young renters in particular are at risk of
homelessness due to lower Jobseekers Allowance payments for 16-24
year olds.
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2. Committee questions

How have changes to the Local Housing Allowance impacted on the
private rented sector, particularly for the affordability of rents for young
people?

Local Housing Allowance background

2.1 Local Housing Allowance (LHA) was introduced in April 2008 as the maximum
support for housing costs that would be paid to a household in the private
rented sector. At that time, rates were based on the 50th percentile of the
market for that type of dwelling within the Broad Rental Market Area (BRMA).
This meant that claimants should be able to afford to rent a property in the
bottom half of the local market.

2.2 There are 18 BRMAs across Scotland and LHA is based on the number of
rooms that a household is entitled to under the following categories:

 Shared accommodation rate (SAR) – to cover the cost of a room in a
shared home;

 One bedroom;

 Two bedroom;

 Three bedroom; and

 Four bedroom.

2.3 LHA is based on the size of home that the household is entitled to, not 
necessarily the size of home that the household is renting. For example, a 
couple will be entitled to LHA for a one bedroom home in their area. If there 
were no one bedroom homes available or if they wanted to rent a larger two 
bedroom home, they would have to make up any difference in cost from other 
income.  

Welfare reform changes to LHA 

2.4 A number of changes to LHA rates have been introduced since 2011 which 
have restricted eligibility for those under the age of 35 and changed the way 
that LHA is calculated. Changes to date include:  

 Reducing LHA from the 50th percentile of BRMA rents to the 30th percentile
(April 2011);

 Removal of weekly £15 Housing Benefit excess (April 2011);

We recommend that: 

 The LHA freeze should be lifted with immediate effect;

 LHA rates should be revised to bring them in line with the actual cost of
renting;

 The extension of the Shared Accommodation Rate should be reversed;

 The DWP needs to be fully resourced to avoid administrative errors and delays
in Universal Credit payments; and

 DWP must do more to ensure that information and advice given by staff is
accurate and consistent.
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 Extending the SAR from single people under the age of 25 to those under
the age of 35 (January 2012);

 Changes to LHA uprating as follows:
o In 2013/14 uprating was capped at the previous year’s rate plus the

Consumer Price Index (CPI);
o In 2014/15 and 2015/16 it was capped at the previous year’s rate

plus one per cent; and
o From April 2016 LHA has been frozen at the 2015/16 rate for four

years.

Issues with these changes 

2.5 Changes to LHA have created a growing gap between support with housing 
costs (LHA) and actual rents. In many areas, LHA no longer meets the stated 
policy objective of covering 30% of the market. In addition,  

 CPI bears little relation to actual rents so changes to uprating before the
freeze was introduced had already broken the link between actual costs
and the support available.

 LHA rates can still go down if rents fall but are then prevented from
increasing again if the market recovers creating further affordability issues.

 Young single renters have been particularly affected by the extension of
SAR which assumes that they will continue to share a home until the age
of 35.

Impact on affordability 

2.6 Changes to LHA have had a significant impact on affordability in the PRS for 
all groups across Scotland. Analysis of the shortfall between LHA and the 30th 
percentile of rents across Scotland was carried out by CIH in 2016 and 
updated by the Scottish Government using the same methodology in 2018. 
The tables below from the Scottish Government analysis show the percentage 
of homes that would be affordable under the current LHA rate and the weekly 
cash shortfall between LHA and the 30th percentile1.    

2.7 Table one shows that there are only 10 BRMAs where LHA will cover the cost 
of 30% of the market. The green shades indicate where a greater proportion 
of the market should be accessible to people claiming LHA and the amber 
and red areas where less of the market would be available.  

2.8 It is worth noting that this analysis indicates the proportion of the market 
where the rental cost of property could potentially be covered by LHA, it does 
not take into account how many (if any) properties of that size might actually 
be available or whether the landlord would be willing to let to a tenant in 
receipt of LHA.   

1
 https://www.gov.scot/publications/annual-report-welfare-reform-follow-up-paper-housing-social-security/ 
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Shared 1 bed 2 bed 3 bed 4+ bed 

Aberdeen and 
Shire  

25% - 
29.99% 

>=30% >=30% >=30% >=30% 

Argyll and Bute 25% - 
29.99% 

20% - 
24.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

20% - 
24.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

Ayrshires 15% - 
19.99% 

>=30% >=30% >=30% 20% - 
24.99% 

Dumfries and 
Galloway 

25% - 
29.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

>=30% 25% - 
29.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

Dundee and 
Angus 

20% - 
24.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

20% - 
24.99% 

20% - 
24.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

East 
Dunbartonshire 

5% - 9.99% 25% - 
29.99% 

5% - 9.99% 10% - 
14.99% 

10% - 
14.99% 

Fife 15% - 
19.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

10% - 
14.99% 

20% - 
24.99% 

Forth Valley 10% - 
14.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

10% - 
14.99% 

20% - 
24.99% 

10% - 
14.99% 

Greater 
Glasgow 

10% - 
14.99% 

10% - 
14.99% 

5% - 9.99% 15% - 
19.99% 

5% - 9.99% 

Highland and 
Islands 

15% - 
19.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

Lothian 10% - 
14.99% 

<5% 5% - 9.99% 15% - 
19.99% 

20% - 
24.99% 

North 
Lanarkshire 

10% - 
14.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

>=30% 25% - 
29.99% 

Perth and 
Kinross 

15% - 
19.99% 

5% - 9.99% 10% - 
14.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

10% - 
14.99% 

Renfrewshire/ 
Inverclyde 

20% - 
24.99% 

>=30% 20% - 
24.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

20% - 
24.99% 

Scottish 
Borders 

25% - 
29.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

South 
Lanarkshire 

25% - 
29.99% 

20% - 
24.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

West 
Dunbartonshire 

25% - 
29.99% 

25% - 
29.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

West Lothian 10% - 
14.99% 

15% - 
19.99% 

5% - 9.99% 5% - 9.99% 15% - 
19.99% 

2.9 Table 2 shows how much a tenant would have to contribute from other 
sources of income to cover the shortfall between the maximum LHA 
allowance and the actual cost of renting a property at the 30th percentile in 

Table 1: Percentage of the market available at LHA rate 2018/19 
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each BRMA. There is a cash shortfall for the shared rate in every area across 
Scotland. While the green areas show a fairly modest shortfall (less than £5 in 
dark green and less than £10 in light green) households already on low 
income may still struggle to make up the difference each week. Young 
renters will find it particularly difficult as Jobseekers Allowance (JSA) is 
paid at a lower rate for 16 – 24 year olds.  

2.10 Potential affordability issues with larger properties are also clearly depicted in 
red and amber indicating that larger families will struggle to find a suitable 
home in the PRS in many areas.  

Table 2: Cash shortfall between LHA and the 30th percentile (weekly) 
2018/19 

Shared 1 bed 2 bed 3 bed 4+ bed 

Aberdeen and 
Shire  

£0.32 £0.00 £0.00 £0.00 £0.00 

Argyll and Bute £1.93 £3.22 £5.47 £6.29 £21.37 

Ayrshires £1.75 £0.00 £0.00 £0.00 £13.70 

Dumfries and 
Galloway 

£1.55 £4.23 £0.00 £1.06 £2.86 

Dundee and 
Angus 

£5.60 £1.31 £10.07 £9.89 £18.05 

East 
Dunbartonshire 

£8.36 £5.75 £10.05 £22.58 £54.74 

Fife £7.79 £4.72 £3.30 £6.29 £9.30 

Forth Valley £7.81 £2.39 £5.76 £11.50 £24.17 

Greater Glasgow £9.97 £11.50 £21.55 £18.03 £81.64 

Highland and 
Islands 

£7.70 £6.00 £4.35 £12.31 £0.72 

Lothian £9.98 £23.82 £32.93 £32.16 £33.76 

North Lanarkshire £6.15 £2.30 £4.50 £0.00 £2.42 

Perth and Kinross £5.05 £8.50 £9.13 £18.03 £23.66 

Renfrewshire/ 
Inverclyde 

£3.29 £0.00 £2.02 £1.16 £10.57 

Scottish Borders £0.78 £2.79 £2.31 £4.30 £11.13 

South Lanarkshire £0.98 £5.75 £0.00 £5.41 £27.12 

West 
Dunbartonshire 

£1.15 £0.00 £0.00 £12.55 £20.17 
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West Lothian £7.71 £5.48 £14.64 £14.59 £20.92 

2.11 In recognition of the affordability issues likely to be caused by freezing LHA, 
the UK Government introduced Targeted Affordability Funding (TAF) in April 
2014 to top up LHA rates in areas with the largest shortfalls. TAF only 
increases the LHA rate by a maximum of 3% regardless of how significant the 
gap is. In Scotland during 2018/19 only three BRMAs received the 3% TAF 
uplift.  The tables above clearly demonstrate that this funding has had 
little impact on closing the gap between LHA and actual rents in 
Scotland.  

Affordability for young renters 

2.12 The tables above clearly show potential access and affordability issues for 
single people under the age of 35 who are only entitled to SAR. More in depth 
analysis into affordability in the PRS has been carried out by Crisis and CIH2. 
The research looked at different household types and incomes (both in and 
out of work) and calculated the residual income after housing costs. This was 
then compared to different affordability thresholds:  

 The “applicable amount” the amount above which benefits start to be
reduced;

 The official UK poverty line which is 60% of median household
income; and

 The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) Minimum Income Standard
(MIS) based on what the public thinks households need for a socially
acceptable standard of living.

2.13 The research showed that young people claiming JSA at the reduced rate will 
find it particularly difficult to find a property within their price range. While 
moving into paid employment would potentially increase the proportion of the 
PRS available, young renters will still struggle to meet the higher standards of 
living - the UK poverty line and JRF’s MIS.   

To what extent have UK welfare reform measures impacted on private 
landlords’ willingness to let to those in receipt of social security 
benefits? (Including for example, the impact of Universal Credit, the 
benefit freeze and the benefit cap).   

2.14 As outlined above, changes to LHA have resulted in affordability gaps across 
Scotland including some significant financial shortfalls between LHA and 
actual rents. This may make renting to benefit recipients financially unviable 
for some landlords whose properties are just priced out of reach of low 
income households.  

2.15 As well as young single renters with little disposable income, claimants 
affected by the benefit cap may find it particularly challenging to rent privately 
due to financial restrictions as they tend to be families with children who 
require larger homes, many of which are out of reach under the current LHA 

2
 Publication pending 
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structure. Analysis of households affected by the benefit cap at May 2018 
showed that 77% were households with three or more children3.  

2.16 There is also evidence to suggest that some landlords are choosing not to 
rent to people in receipt of benefits because of real or perceived issues with 
the benefit system, and Universal Credit (UC) in particular. Research4 has 
shown that there are significant numbers of landlords deciding not to rent to 
UC claimants as it as seen as a business risk. While landlords cannot lawfully 
discriminate against those with protected characteristics, refusing to let to 
tenants in receipt of benefits remains a grey area. Members of the Scottish 
Association of Landlords (SAL) have reported issues with:  

 Poor communication and Inconsistent or incorrect advice from the 
DWP;   

 Direct payments not being applied from the start of a claim or tenants 
purposefully avoiding direct payments;  

 Inability to split payments between landlords when a tenant moves 
home during a UC payment period;  

 Affordability gap between LHA and the actual rent not being covered by 
tenants.  

2.17 Further details of these issues are outlined in SAL’s response to this 
committee. CIH Scotland supports SAL’s call to ensure that DWP is well 
resourced to avoid administrative problems and delays. This should also 
help to improve communications channels for landlords and tenants. It is 
essential that information and advice given by the DWP is accurate and 
consistent.  

 The role of the PRS in resolving homelessness 

2.18 Following recommendations from the Homelessness and Rough Sleeping 
Action Group (HARSAG) the Scottish Government has committed to moving 
towards a rapid rehousing and Housing First approach to tackling 
homelessness. Both of these approaches rely on households being able to 
access suitable, stable accommodation quickly with support being provided to 
maintain the tenancy where this is needed.  

2.19 Analysis carried out to inform local authorities’ Rapid Rehousing Transition 
Plans shows that if current demand and backlog homelessness need was to 
be met entirely in the social rented sector, lets to homeless households would 
have to increase by an average of 52%. In Edinburgh. Lothians and Boarders, 
this figure is significantly higher at 84%5.  

2.20 Given that a range of households need to access affordable housing, not just 
homeless households, it may be difficult in high demand areas for need to be 
met entirely through social housing lets. These figures therefore suggest 
that supply of private rented housing will be essential to the success of 
rapid rehousing and Housing First.  

                                                           
3
 https://www.gov.scot/publications/2018-annual-report-welfare-reform-9781787812628/pages/3/  

4
 https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/professional_resources/policy_library/policy_library_folder/no_dss_report  

https://research.rla.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/investigating-effect-welfare-reform-private-renting.pdf  
5
 http://www.ghn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Rapid_Rehousing_FINAL.pdf  

SSC/S5/19/11/3

7

https://www.gov.scot/publications/2018-annual-report-welfare-reform-9781787812628/pages/3/
https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/professional_resources/policy_library/policy_library_folder/no_dss_report
https://research.rla.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/investigating-effect-welfare-reform-private-renting.pdf
http://www.ghn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Rapid_Rehousing_FINAL.pdf


2.21 The issues outlined in this submission must be urgently addressed if the PRS 
is to contribute to preventing homelessness and to providing secure 
accommodation for homeless households to move into.   

How does the administration of Universal Credit Housing Costs impact 
on the ability of tenants to pay their rent and landlords to administer 
rent payments? (for example, the impact on rent arrears, communication 
between landlords and the DWP) 

2.22 Numerous studies, including survey work carried out by the Scottish 
Federation of Housing Associations (SFHA)6 and Citizens Advice Scotland 
(CAS)7 have shown that rent arrears from tenants claiming UC are higher 
than those for other tenants. 

2.23 The removal of the one week waiting period and two week transitional 
Housing Benefit protection for some is welcome. However, the reality is that 
this does not fully address the issue that rents (both social and private) are 
charged in advance whereas UC is paid in arrears. Rent arrears are built 
into the system and this is causing hardship and increasing the risk of 
homelessness for thousands of households.  

In all of the above, what improvements could be made to reserved and 
devolved systems, including the way they interact with each other. 

2.24 CIH has significant concerns about affordability and access to the PRS. 
Changes to LHA have increased the risk of homelessness and are restricting 
access to the PRS. These issues are being exacerbated by the fact that some 
private landlords are reluctant to let to tenants in receipt of UC. We repeat our 
recommendations that:  

 The LHA freeze should be lifted with immediate effect;  

 LHA rates should be revised to bring them in line with the actual cost of 
renting;  

 The extension of the Shared Accommodation Rate should be reversed;  

 The DWP needs to be fully resourced to avoid administrative errors and 
delays in Universal Credit payments; and  

 DWP must do more to ensure that information and advice given by staff is 
accurate and consistent.  

                                                           
6
 https://www.sfha.co.uk/mediaLibrary/other/english/25942.pdf  

7
 https://www.cas.org.uk/system/files/publications/rent_arrears_oct_2018.pdf  
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Social Security Committee 

11th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Thursday 25 April 2019 

Note by the Clerk 

Pension Credit 

1. At its meeting on 7 March 2019, the Committee took evidence Citizens Advice
Scotland (CAS) and Age Scotland on the forthcoming changes to eligibility for
pension credit. The changes are due to take effect from 15 May 2019.

2. The Committee agreed to write to the UK Government and the Scottish
Government.

3. The Committee is invited to consider the attached responses and the
supplementary information from CAS.
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Cabinet Secretary for Social Security and Older People 
Shirley-Anne Somerville MSP 

T: 0300 244 4000 
E: scottish.ministers@gov.scot 



Bob Doris MSP 
Convener 
Social Security Committee 
T3.60 
The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

SocialSecurityCommittee@parliament.scot 

___ 

  03 April 2019 

Dear Convener 

Pension credit and pension-age Housing Benefit changes 

Thank you for your email of 13 March 2019 regarding the forthcoming changes to Pension 

Credit and pension-age Housing Benefit. 

The Scottish Government fundamentally disagrees with the UK Government’s decision to 

change the eligibility criteria for Pension Credit for mixed-aged couples (where one partner is 

of pensionable age and one is below) so that will no longer be able to make new claims to 

Pension Credit, and instead must claim Universal Credit. It is unacceptable that the UK 

Government has made this policy change, which could leave these households as much as 

£7,000 a year worse off, simply because they have a younger partner. 

You asked a series of questions regarding the Scottish Government’s response to the 

forthcoming changes to Pension Credit; and the decisions the Scottish Government makes 

around mitigation. I have answered each question in the order in which they were posed. 

1. What assessment has the Scottish Government undertaken on the impact of

pensioner poverty in Scotland as a result of the changes which will commence

on 15 May 2019?

Universal Credit is significantly less generous than Pension Credit, and the UK Government 

has estimated that this policy will reduce UK-wide welfare spending by £220 million in 2021/22. 
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Scottish Government analysts have used these UK Government estimates together with 

benefit caseload data to estimate the effects of the policy on Scottish households. 

Our estimates indicate that by 2021/22, 3,800 Scottish households will be affected by the 

policy, reducing welfare spending in Scotland by around £20.8 million. The Scottish 

Government’s poverty and inequality statistics estimate that around 140,000 pensioners in 

Scotland were in relative poverty after housing costs in 2014-17. 

Whilst these housholds are therefore a small percentage of this total, it is important to note 

that the effect of the policy on each of these individual households can be very large. Pension 

Credit Guarantee Credit tops up a couple’s income to a minimum £12,940 per year. Under 

Universal Credit the Standard Allowance only entitles couples to just under £5,990 per year. 

2. Has the Scottish Government held any discussions with the UK Government

about these changes?

I wrote to UK Pension’s Minister Guy Opperman on 19 February to outline the Scottish 

Government’s opposition to this policy change, and I asked that the Department for Work 

and Pensions (DWP) share the details of their impact assessment for this policy, and to 

clarify the repercussions for Scottish citizens. I also outlined my concerns that this policy 

has the potential to impact WASPI women who are already struggling under the weight of 

the changes to state pension age.  

I received a reply from Mr Opperman on 20 March. In his reply, Mr Opperman provided a 

link to a DWP ad-hoc statistical release which provides analysis relating to mixed age 

couples estimated to be affected by the change in policy. However, this analysis does not 

provide a breakdown in terms of the impact in Scotland. Mr Opperman did not respond to 

my points regarding the plight of WASPI women.  

3. Has the Scottish Government engaged with any third sector organisations

about the support it could possibly provide to pensioners affected by these

changes?

Universal Credit (UC) raises many issues which the Scottish Government is concerned about, 

and I recently met with a group of stakeholder organisations where, amongst other UC issues, 

this change for pensioners was raised. Responsibility for providing adequate welfare provision 

for pensioners sits with DWP and, as noted, I have raised the unfairness of this policy with 

them. I have also encouraged stakeholders to continue to raise their concerns with DWP 

directly. Unfortunately the scale of the cuts are so big that it is impossible for Scottish 

Government to mitigate them all.  
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4. The uptake rate of pension credit is only 40%. Has the Scottish Government

done, or planned any work to promote the uptake of Pension Credit before the

changes are commenced on 15 May 2019?

The Scottish Government is supporting a Financial Health Check Service, delivered by 

Citizens Advice Scotland, which was launched in November last year.  This service offers free 

personalised advice to ensure people can maximise their incomes and avoid paying the 

‘poverty premium’ - where the least well-off often pay more for basic goods and 

services.  Ensuring that clients are in receipt of all the benefits they are entitled to is a key 

component of this Service.     

5. How does the Scottish Government decide on what is mitigated? Is there any

financial/impact assessment undertaken to support these decisions?

Our annual welfare reform report documents the anticipated impacts of UK Government 

welfare cuts and outlines the reductions faced due to each cut imposed. In determining action 

to mitigate cuts, Scottish Ministers have given consideration to the impacts of the cuts, the 

cost of mitigation and the delivery method to be employed.  

Discretionary Housing Payments and the Scottish Welfare Fund offer robust routes to mitigate 

against the worst impacts of welfare reform; providing much needed support to families across 

Scotland. By mitigating against the bedroom tax and frozen Local Housing Allowance rates 

we are ensuring that people can continue to meet their rent liability. This is especially important 

as families face ongoing strain on their finances through other cuts.  

However, it is not possible to mitigate against the full weight of UK Government welfare cuts; 

which we have estimated to reduce spend in Scotland by £3.7 billion in 2020/21. This is 

equivalent to three times our annual police budget. In 2018/19 the Scottish Government 

invested £127m to mitigate the worst impacts of the UK Government welfare cuts and on 

measures to help protect people on low incomes.  

The fact we have to take this action to protect our citizens from the actions of UK Government 

polices was described by United Nations Special Rapporteur (UNSR) on Extreme Poverty and 

Human Rights, Professor Phillip Alston, as “outrageous”. We should not have to use our 

budget to paper over the cracks of the UK Government’s mistakes. This is money we could be 

investing in further measures to tackle and reduce poverty; not mitigating to a standing start. 

As Professor Alston notes; “every pound spent on off-setting cuts means taking away from 

other vital services.” 
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6. Does the Scottish Government undertake impact assessments on areas of the

Scottish social security system which are impacted on by changes made by

the UK Government?

As you may be aware, each year the Scottish Government publises a welfare reform report, 

which discusses recent UK Government reforms of the welfare system and the effects of these 

reforms on people in Scotland. The 2018 Welfare Reform Report examined the effects of the 

Two Child Limit, the Benefit Cap and the transition to Universal Credit, among other reforms. 

An update of this report will be published later in 2019.  

A further report which examined the effects of welfare reforms on housing, was published in 

2018. The Scottish Government has also published two reports examining the effects of 

welfare reforms on families with children and disabled people, which were referred to in my 

predecessor’s letter to the Committee dated 30 October 2017. 

These reports have highlighted the very serious impacts that UK Government reforms are 

having for the people of Scotland, with a drive to make cuts often seeming to take precedence 

over the UK Government’s own stated policy intentions.    

I hope that this information has been helpful in addressing your queries. Please let me know 
if I can be of any more assistance. 

Best wishes 

SHIRLEY-ANNE SOMERVILLE 
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Social Security Committee inquiry on Pension Credit Mixed Age Rules 
Supplementary evidence from Citizens Advice Scotland 

At the Committee meeting on 7 March, CAS were asked two questions that we 
undertook to follow up in writing, as follows: 

Changes of circumstances 

The Convener asked: 

“Are those who currently qualify and who would apparently not be impacted by the 
changes—because they are in the system ahead of the 15 May cut-off date—at risk 
if they have a change in circumstances? The committee heard that if, for example, 
someone of working age wants to take up a part-time job, that would impact on their 
pension credit entitlement, because there would be more money coming into the 
house. It is positive for someone who is below retirement age to be active in society, 
but that would be a change of circumstances, and even if that job lasted for only six 
months, that household would be ruled out if it sought to reapply for pension credit. 
That is my understanding of the proposals as they currently stand. Will people who 
are currently in receipt of pension credit in mixed-age households lose out if they 
have a change in circumstances?” 

In general, this is correct. If a mixed-age couple was in receipt of Pension Credit and 
their circumstances changed they would normally need to report this to the Pension 
Service. Examples of changes of circumstances that a client must report include:- 

 an increase in their earnings

 becoming entitled to a benefit which might change the client's appropriate
minimum guarantee, for example, attendance allowance

 a change in their housing costs

 becoming, or ceasing to be, a member of a couple

 moving into a care home permanently.

Increases in earnings may affect the amount of Pension Credit someone receives, or 
mean they are no longer entitled to receive it, as is the case now.  

The only exception would be if a client is on an assessed income period (where they 
specifically don’t need to report changes to their provisions), which can be up to five 
years or even indefinite if one of the partners is over 75. This will not be especially 
common however, as no new assessed income periods have been introduced since 
April 2016, so will only apply to people who had one before that date. Assessed 
income periods can also be affected by a surge in earnings. 

If the increase in earnings was enough to mean the couple lost entitlement to 
Pension Credit, but then subsequently fell to a level where they would become 
entitled again, after 15 May, they would need to claim Universal Credit, rather than 
making a new claim for Pension Credit, as is the case now. 
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Passported benefits and mitigation 

The Convener asked: 

“Although I would rather that things were kept as they are and that all the changes to 
mixed-age households were not made from 15 May, is there a way in which a person 
from a universal credit household who is of pensionable age and could claim could 
automatically accrue the same passported benefits? Is there a way to fix the 
passported benefits issue? 

“I am sure that you understand why I have asked that question. Mitigation cuts both 
ways. We would rather not have a bad lot, but we want to make the best of a bad lot 
for as long as it exists, and that would be an obvious route by which we could do so. 
Mr Gowans, do you have any ideas about that?” 

A number of the passported benefits that currently exist include both Pension Credit 
and Universal Credit as qualifying criteria, so in theory a couple would be able to 
receive the same benefits whilst claiming either (although there are some additional 
earnings criteria for some). 

Both Pension Credit and Universal Credit are qualifying criteria for the following 
passported benefits: 

 Funeral Expenses Assistance

 Best Start Grant

 Best Start Foods (for UC monthly net earned income under £610)

 NHS passported benefits (free dental treatment, optical vouchers, travel
costs) – (for PC Guarantee element only; for UC monthly net earned income
under £435, or £935 if limited capability for work or entitled to child element)

 Exemption from court fees (for PC Guarantee element only)

 Help with prison visiting costs (for UC monthly earned income below £1,250)

 Cold Weather Payments (for UC if includes disabled child, severely disabled
child, Limited Capability for Work or LCWRA elements)

 BT Basic (for PC Guarantee element only; for UC having zero earnings from
employment or self-employment)

 Warm Home Discount

Universal Credit is a qualifying criteria for the following passported benefits, but 
Pension Credit is not. 

 Free School Meals (with a monthly net earned income under £610)

 Legal Aid (although it is possible to apply on the basis of low income without
receiving a particular benefit)

For Council Tax Reduction (CTR), whilst both Pension Credit and Universal Credit 
function as qualifying benefits, a person must apply separately, and may be able to 
receive CTR if they are entitled to, but do not actually receive, the benefit in 
question. 
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In calculating a couple’s entitlement to Council Tax Reduction, it is important to 
establish if the client is a pensioner or non-pensioner, because income and capital 
are calculated differently. 

“Pensioner” has a particular meaning under the council tax regulations. You are 
treated as a pensioner for CTR calculations if: 

 you, or your partner, has reached the qualifying age for state pension credit;
and

 neither you, nor your partner is receiving income support, income-based
jobseeker's allowance (JSA) income-related employment and support
allowance (ESA) or universal credit.

If the client is part of a mixed-age couple, where one person is above the qualifying 
age for pension credit, and one person is below, the pensioner may be able to apply 
on behalf of both. 
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